4.   THE   CFIELD  OF  FOLK'
the view put forward with such infectious enthusiasm and
eloquence thirty years ago: that the first part of the A-text is a
great poem, remarkable for its picturesqueness, verve, faculty of
visualization and structural excellence; but that the rest of the
A-text is the work of a continuator, who had not the requisite
ability and failed to understand his original; his ideal being no
longer the honest labourer, but the righteous ecclesiastic.
From this it is an easy step to the statement that the B-text is the
work of yet another man, a man who 'had no skill in composi-
tion, no control of his materials or his thought5, and the C-text
merely the revision of an unimaginative and very pronounced
pedant.
The B-text however forms by far the largest part of the poem;
it is generally agreed that it shows the greatest range of power,
and contains nearly all the supreme poetry that is in Piers
Plowman. There is less political and social satire in B than in A,
but what there is, like the bell-the-cat fable, or the dinner with
the gluttonous doctor, is as good as anything in A. And so far
from the B-poet not controlling or directing his own thought,
or being at the mercy of chance associations of words and ideas,
he is, in fact, very emphatically controlling his thought, but to
an issue which is not what we have been traditionally led to
expect.
The poet had, at the outset, defined the object of his poem,
when he requested Holy Church to teach him how he might
save his soul. But, it will be objected, if the poem aims at
showing the way of salvation by the three good lives, Do-well,
Do-better, and Do-best, each revealed in Piers, why spend so
much time on Meed and the Sins, before we arrive at Piers at
all? To Langland however, convinced (as has been pointed out
above) that cby evil, men know the good5,1 it would seem
quite natural to begin thus. First we have ca lively but un-
regenerate picture of the commune5; then later ca profound and
spiritual picture of the same world transformed by religion'. *
The poet has begun by showing us evil in official life (the vision
1 B. x, 435.
8 See the most important and significant article by H. W. WELLS, The
Philosophy of Piers Plowman, in Publications of the Modern Language Association
of America, LIU, pp. 339-49 Qune 1938).
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